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Introduction 
 
Since the late 1980s, there has been an increasing focus in many parts of the world on the 
importance of involving young people in democratic and participatory citizenship. Educators, 
policy makers, community leaders, government and non-government organisations,  
institutes of higher education and civil society bodies have emphasised the significance of  
young people developing civic knowledge and skills that prepares them for active citizenship 
(United Nations, 2012; Tawil, 2013). As the leader of the development of citizenship 
education in the United Kingdom (UK), the late Sir Bernard Crick, observed in 1998: 
 
We aim at no less than a change in the political culture of this country, both 
nationally and locally for people to think of themselves as active citizens, willing, 
able and equipped to have an influence in public life and with the critical 
capacities to weigh evidence before speaking and acting; to build on and to 
extend radically to young people the best in existing traditions of community 
involvement and public service, and to make them individually confident in 
finding new forms of involvement and action among themselves. (Crick 1998, 
p.7)  
 
The notion of active citizenship is conceptualised in the international literature in various 
ways (Hoskins & Mascherini, 2009; Kennedy, 2006; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). In broad 
terms, it is linked to meaningful engagement with and participation in the community, civil 
society and politics. In this context,  young people’s democratic and participatory citizenship 
can be envisaged  as a form of active practice (Nelson & Kerr, 2006). Other  literature 
describes active citizenship as a means by which young people can “voice their will, needs 
and opinions” (Aldenmyr, Wigg, & Olson, 2012, p. 256),  “participate […] in civic action” 
(Andrews & Mycock,  2007, p. 19), “critically engage with and seek to affect the course of 
social events” (Ross, 2012, p. 7) and, ultimately, act as “agents who shape and change 
society” (Onyx, Kenny & Brown, 2012, p. 56). It is these kinds  of participatory citizenship 
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that can lead to ‘action competence’ (Jensen & Schnack, 2006).  The challenge for educators  
is to develop students’ knowledge and understanding of their rights and responsibilities as 
citizens so they can then be involved in participatory citizenship experiences that lead to  
meaningful outcomes in local, regional and global contexts.  
 
In this paper, we  contribute to the discussion about informed and active citizenship, by 
addressing notions of democratic and participatory citizenship in Australia through the lens 
of education for sustainability (EfS). By drawing on publically available material on school 
and youth organisation websites, we focus on how young people can use and apply their 
knowledge and understanding  and develop action competence (Jensen & Schnack, 2006) to 
achieve sustainable outcomes as active citizens.  Our paper is structured as follows. First, we 
address the notion of education for sustainability (EfS) and  the concept of action 
competence. This is linked to democratic and participatory citizenship in the next part of the 
paper with reference to the scholarly literature.  In the third part of the paper we provide an 
brief overview of the Australian context  for our examination of  Student Action Teams (SATs)  
in the Australian Sustainable Schools’ Initiative (AuSSI) and our analysis  of democratic and 
participatory citizenship led by the Australian Youth Climate Coalition (AYCC). 
 
Education for Sustainability (EfS) 
Education for sustainability (EfS) includes many of the founding principles of environmental 
education which, in broad terms, encompass “an understanding of and concern for 
balanced development and the global environment” (Australian Education Council, 1994, p. 
43). However, in working towards developing environmental actions (Jensen & Schnack, 
2006) EfS has  a stronger social focus and recognition that fundamental human rights and 
social justice are also essential for sustainable development (Gibson, 2015; DEH, 2005). 
Advocates of EfS argue that it directly addresses economic and social demands (for example, 
see UNESCO, 2002, 2005). EfS also encompasses a futures perspective, the significance of 
which was emphasised in the Brutland Report, Our common future.  It states: “(s)ustainable 
development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of  future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 43).  
 
 EfS is receiving increased emphasis in the literature in response to complex environmental, 
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ecological, social and economic pressures, such as climate change, food security and 
transnational movements of people. Such unprecedented challenges require  countries to 
work together in new ways (Wals, 2011; Sterling, 2014). To meet these challenges, young 
people need to develop a wide and adaptive set of knowledge, skills and competencies to 
approach problem solving in critical and innovative ways, to ensure that they can contribute 
to the creation of a more productive, sustainable and just society as informed and 
responsible  citizens. In the paper designed to guide the development of the new national 
curriculum in Australia, Shape of the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2010), the writers 
argued that: 
Education must not only respond to these remarkable changes, but also, as far as 
possible, anticipate the conditions in which young Australians will need to 
function as active and informed individuals, citizens and workers. (ACARA, 2010) 
 
Developing EfS requires the inclusion of sustainable development issues into teaching and 
learning. According to the UNECE Expert Group (2013), these issues should include 
developing understanding of alternative energy resources, disaster risk reduction, declining 
biodiversity, poverty reduction, and sustainable consumption.  EfS must also involve 
informed participatory action to motivate and empower learners to change their behavior 
and take action for sustainable development. This sort of learning requires development of 
knowledge and understanding of issues and debates, and promotes competencies such as 
critical thinking, imagining future scenarios and making informed decisions in collaborative 
ways. Examples of authentic opportunities for knowledge-based youth action for EfS include 
involvement in school governance, school action teams that address particular projects such 
as ecologising the school environment, community based programs and participation in civil 
society organisations (Crick, 1998; Flanagan 2009; Youniss and Yates 1997).  
 
Developing ‘action competence’ for sustainability 
The concept of ‘action competence’ stems from the work of the Research Centre for 
Environmental and Health Education at the Royal Danish School of Educational Studies 
(Jensen & Schnack, 1993, 1994; Jensen, 1995; Breiting & Nielsen, 1996).  Essentially, this 
concept emphasizes the appropriate use of knowledge and action to achieve an outcome.   
According to Schnack (1977, 1994), actions should be intentional, and we argue here that 
this notion of responsible intentionality aligns with the aims of the examples of democratic 
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and participatory citizenship we discuss. Our contention is that action competence provides 
opportunities for young people to work or function in civil society in an action-oriented way; 
to develop young people’s hope and optimism through practical experiences in working 
collaboratively to address environmental and socio-ecological challenges.   
 
Since the 1980s, many environmental education programs in Australia have incorporated a 
range of school and community-based excursions to learn in, from and through the 
environment (Fien, 2003). These learning activities are ‘action oriented’ in the ways they 
involve young people in authentic experiential learning through environmental and socio-
ecological tasks.  Examples of such tasks include ‘green teams’ involvement in recycling, or 
community clean up days, and youth work in the community. These activities can assist in 
learner motivation and the acquisition of further knowledge about sustainability; leading to 
heightened action competence. From an action competence perspective, as Jensen and 
Schnack (2006) observe, action-oriented EfS implies that “working towards developing 
environmental actions is an essential element” (p. 478) of learning and programs must lead 
to solutions to the problems being  investigated. Put simply, this focus extends the more 
traditional ‘learning about’ an issue, to include how the issue can be addressed and the 
ways solutions might be achieved through informed democratic participation and action. 
We contend that this focus empowers young people with a greater sense of agency as 
citizens who can achieve positive outcomes for future sustainability. 
 
Research in other countries confirms this. With reference to a range of outcomes in Danish 
school projects within the area of environmental and health education, Jensen & Schnack, 
(2006) noted four components of the action competence concept beyond the development 
of young people’s general social skills, such as the ability to cooperate and articulate a point 
of view. These social skills cannot be developed until  students first, build coherent and 
deep knowledge/insights in the field, and second, the motivation and commitment to 
resolve the issue under investigation, together with the capacity to envisage how particular 
conditions or situations might look in the future.  The third component relates to the 
development of young people’s ideas, visions and perceptions about their future lives and 
active citizenship in society. Envisaging alternate and future worlds can be considered as a 
critical component of being action competent. Action experiences, the fourth component, 
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emphasizes the benefits of taking concrete action as part of in-school learning so that young 
people’s reflections, values, knowledge and action are seen as  valued within the school and 
wider community.  
 
Education for democratic citizenship, civic engagement and action competence 
Education’s role in equipping young people to participate actively in democratic life and in 
enabling them to exercise and defend their democratic rights  and responsibilities in society 
was emphasized  in the Council of Europe Charter on Education  for Democratic Citizenship 
nd Human Rights Education (Council of Europe, 2010). The scholarly literature on democratic 
citizenship  also emphasises education’s role in preparing and enabling young people to 
effectively engage in democratic processes (Galston, 2004; Peterson, 2011; Print, 2009; 
Youniss & Levine, 2009). According to Kennedy (2006), citizenship can encompass four levels 
or forms of activity; engaging in conventional activities, such as voting; belonging to a 
political party and standing for office; participating in social movements and involvement in 
community groups; taking action for social change, and various aspects of individual action.  
Similarly, Hoskins and Mascherini (2009) conceptualise active citizenship in terms of  
participation in representative democracy, protest and social change, community life and 
developing  democratic values, the latter of which emphasizes “values which will positively 
improve the quality of the actions undertaken” (p. 467).  
 
While a considerable body of international research (Flanagan, 2009; Geboers et al., 2013; 
Putnam, 2000; Schultz et al., 2010; Torney-Purta et al., 2001) indicates that young people 
lack knowledge and understanding about their democratic societies and few exhibit the 
dispositional willingness to engage as active civic participants, there is evidence to suggest 
that when given the opportunity, young people embrace opportunities for informed citizen 
action. The  literature on civic learning and engagement (Flanagan, 2009; Galston, 2004; 
Kahne & Sporte, 2008; Print, 2009; Schultz et al., 2010; Torney- Purta, 2002; Youniss & 
Levine, 2009), indicates that schooling provides the optimal potential to foster civic learning 
to develop informed and active citizens, particularly where students are involved in school 
governance and authentic learning (ACARA, 2014; Forbrig, 2005; MCEETYA, 2009; Torney-




In this paper, we discuss examples of democratic citizenship amongst youth in Australia that 
reflect  Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) concept of the justice-oriented citizen, who critically 
questions existing systems and structures and aims at a more equitable and sustainable 
society. This form of citizenship includes participation in conventional and unconventional 
forms of political action, in civic organizations and community life, as well as what  Hoskins 
& Mascherini (2009) refer to as valuing “participation in democracy, human rights and non-
discrimination” (p. 467). In the civics and citizenship literature, this ‘thick’ or ‘maximal’ form 
of citizenship (McLaughlin, 1992) is characterized by an informed and  critical approach to 
issues together with an action dimension. In what follows, we provide a brief overview of 
the Australian context  in order to  explore recent examples of youth action for 
sustainability. We then examine Student Action Teams (SATs)  as instances of  youth 
involvement and whole school approaches in the Australian Sustainable Schools’ Initiative 
(AuSSI) and discuss examples of democratic and participatory citizenship led by the 
Australian Youth Climate Coalition (AYCC). 
 
The Australian context 
In Australia, the nationally agreed goals for education, referred to as the Melbourne 
Declaration (MCEETYA, 2008), make it clear that democratic and participatory action should 
be an outcome of schooling. Goal 2 states that, “young Australians should become active 
and informed citizens who are committed to national values of democracy, equity and 
justice, and participate in Australia’s civic life as well as be responsible global and local 
citizens” (p.  9). Addressing social and environmental concerns are also foregrounded  in the 
Melbourne Declaration’s emphasis that as active and informed citizens, young people 
should, “work for the common good, in particular sustaining and improving natural and 
social environments” (p. 9).  EfS learning and teaching is essential to achieving these goals. 
By providing  opportunites for young people’s learning  through the critical examination of  
socio-environmental issues, EfS encourages young people to envisage alternative ways of 
development  through authentic and purposeful community programs that develop their 
action competence. Such informed citizen action can also occur through young people’s 




Student Action for Sustainability:  SATs, AuSSI and the ResourceSmart Schools (RSS) 
program 
Young people in schools joining in the Australian Sustainable Schools Initiative (AuSSI),  
develop civic knowledge and understanding to become catalysts for sustainable change by 
participating in a range of action learning experiences, some of which include Student 
Action Teams (SATs).  SATs provide opportunities for young people in and out of school to 
form small groups, consult with their school and local community to identify environmental 
and related social issues and problems, and  work cooperatively to investigate ways in which 
they can be addressed by taking informed and responsible action. The Australian educator, 
Roger Holdsworth (2006; 2010), advocates for such democratic and participatory action 
learning through SATs by arguing that when such authentic learning occurs, it results in real 
learning outcomes. By contrast, when young people are held in passive roles in schools, they 
perceive themselves as having no value except in terms of what they might become and this 
deferral of current value impacts negatively upon their motivation to learn and to 
participate in civic life. It is critical that young people experience  active citizenship 
education throughout their schooling, for as Hart (1992) reminds us, a nation can be judged 
as democratic “by the extent that its citizens are involved, particularly at the community 
level” (p. 4). In its evaluation of the operational effectiveness and impact of AuSSI, the 
DEWHA-commissioned evaluation report noted:  
 
Students appear to be driving EfS activities in many schools and are often 
involved in selecting, planning and delivering sustainability projects in their 
school and community. Some stakeholders felt that this is empowering students 
and developing their communication, teamwork and leadership skills. It was also 
suggested that such activities have a positive impact on student behaviour and 
on their understanding of sustainability and its relation to social justice. (ARTD 
Consultants, 2010, p. vii)  
 
More than 2000 schools and 570,000 students across Australia are now participating in 
AuSSI. Participating schools have reported reductions in waste collection of up to 80%, in 
water consumption of up to 60%, and savings on energy consumption of 20% with 
commensurate reductions in greenhouse gas emissions (ARTD, 2010). Schools are also 
achieving financial savings and broader social and educational benefits from increased 
school pride and interest in learning. Schooling for EfS which extends beyond the formal 
curriculum, through the development of a democratic school ethos, democratic school 
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structures, and involvement in community service and extracurricular activities is critical for 
the development of action competence. Such maximal approaches to  young people 
experiencing active and informed citizenship during  their schooling (McLaughlin, 1992) 
empowers them to be critical thinkers and informed citizens, capable of participating in 
active and positive ways in their multiple communities, that  can have a proactive influence 
on their lives (Tudball & Henderson, 2014). 
 
As the program is delivered differently across the Australian states and territories, we focus 
here on the integration of AuSSI which has operated in Victoria since 2008 as ResourceSmart 
AuSSI Vic. The overall objective of the RSS program is to help schools benefit from 
embedding sustainability across every facet of school life, by providing authentic learning 
for students to achieve sustainable outcomes in multiple ways.  As noted earlier, a 
significant element of the RSS program is developed through SATs to provide students with 
leadership and action competence skills to make sustainable changes in practice.  This form 
of learning that links knowledge with action develops young people’s general social skills to a 
higher level of informed participatory action competence, reflecting what Jensen & Schnack 
(2006) referred to as  deep knowledge/insights in the field, together with student motivation 
and commitment to resolving the issue under investigation. Students actively participate in 
group projects ranging from campus improvement, to addressing local community 
environmental concerns and related issues such as the generation of excess waste and 
climate change. This capacity to cooperate and envisage  alternate approaches to dealing 
with a sustainable concern and then  take concrete action  to achieve a real outcome is 
indicative of the third and fourth component of Jensen & Schnack’s (2006) schema.  
 
Following  inquiry-based learning about ways to achieve sustainable recycling, students at  St 
Therese Primary School in Torquay, weigh their own classroom rubbish bins once a week and 
use Excel to graph their findings. Results are displayed around the school, and there are 
awards for the best performing year levels and classrooms. During the first weigh-in the 
students worked out by comparing the weight of the bins on a normal lunch day and on a 
rubbish free lunch day, that they could potentially save 27.5 kg of rubbish per week and 110 
kg of rubbish per month. Tom, a grade four SAT member, reported that “when we see the 
graphs we want to be the best class with the least rubbish,” and that the students in his class 
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“didn’t want to send the most rubbish to landfill” (ResourceSmart AuSSI Vic, 2015). 
Following the introduction of this student-initiated strategy in 2009, $2600 on rubbish 
removal was saved by February 2013.  In a four year period, the school reduced the amount 
of waste it sent to landfill by over 80% (ResourceSmart AuSSI Vic, 2015), indicating that the 
four components of action competence  idenitied by Jensen & Schnack (2006) were realised 
by the participating students at  St Therese Primary School. 
 
Students at Ballarat Grammar drive the school’s leadership for sustainable action in Ballarat 
through strong connections with the wider community. The school regularly provides a 
venue for community sustainability events and the school’s SATs are active in a range of 
student-driven environmental activities, in both the junior and senior schools. Following 
research on the needs of school and community members  in response to increased costs of 
living and unemployment in the area,  the junior school has run its own Eco Shop for eight 
years. This project was devised by students keen to develop authentic ways of embracing 
sustainable practices. The environmental shop sells recycled and second-hand items at very 
low prices to raise money for sustainable projects in the school and wider community. 
Teachers in other participating RSS schools have observed high levels of motivation and 
agency amongst young people learning through SATs. One teacher in a Government 
Secondary School reflected: 
(t)he student action team has been one of the best things from the program. 
They meet on a weekly basis to discuss sustainability and initiatives. They run a 
lot of the day today sustainability activities in the school. It’s so popular that we 
now need to interview students that wish to join! (Cited in Rickinson, Hall, & 
Reid, 2014, p. 17) 
 
 Another teacher observed that it was: 
 
 (g)ood for kids to be involved. We have a student action team and we use data 
to drive change in the school. I like the way that student leadership is promoted. 
This is a very valuable part [of the program]. (Cited in Rickinson, Hall, & Reid, 
2014, p. 17)   
 
As noted, this sort of authentic learning based on the link between knowledge and action 
reflects the four components of action competence identified by Jensen & Schnack (2006).  
We contend that  a significant outcome of this form of action competence for EfS through 
SATs is an increased awareness of sustainability issues in participating schools. Material on 
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the public record verifies this. In the evaluation of the RSS program in 500 participating 
schools found that 67% of survey respondents further embedded sustainability by 
redesigning formal curriculum documents and by providing more opportunities for students 
to learn about sustainability (Rickinson, Hall & Reid, 2014). Such real-life learning directly 
contributed to improving  an individual school's management of resources,  grounds and the 
daily operations, so that students can shift from having little or no practical involvement 
with sustainability to playing leading roles in the running  of water, energy, waste and 
biodiversity programs. This approach included using student inquiry projects and theme 
days and actively engaging students in projects to re-ecologise their school through a range 
of authentic activities including  devising strategies for addressing litter control, water 
saving, recycling, composting and growing vegetables for the school tuck shop.  
 
In embedding EfS  across all learning areas to help students connect their learning with 
important issues in contemporary society, some RSS schools also embed specific curriculum 
strategies to ensure student learning is truly participatory, that is, it does not   “trivialize 
their involvement” (Hart, 1992, p. 4) in school and community life.  With reference to 
project-based inquiry learning, this includes incorporating criteria that address the degree to 
which students know and understand four aspects of participation, namely intentions of the 
project; who made the decisions concerning their involvement and why; that they have a 
meaningful (rather than superficial) role and they are able to volunteer (or not) for the 
project after its dimensions were made clear to them (see Hart, 1992, p. 11). These various 
examples from ResourceSmart Schools (RSS) indicate how young people can engage in 
democratic action in sustainability programs in the school and wider community and the 
ways in which their action competence (Jensen & Schnack, 2006) directly contributes to 
more sustainable patterns of living. This link between knowledge and action and the 
development of responsible intentionality (Schnack, 1977, 1994) is critical at a time when 
issues to do with sustainability are increasingly complex and require long term solutions.  
 
Democratic citizen action: the Australian Youth Climate Coalition campaign actions 
 
In his work on action competence amongst youth, noted Australian educator Hedley Beare 
(2007) documented “growing evidence that many members of Generation Y—those in 
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secondary school and those in their twenties—are taking initiatives and making 
interventions altruistically, selflessly and courageously, in ways never characteristic of the 
baby boomer generation before them… (t)hey are showing a propensity to get up and do 
something creative and constructive about the state of the world” (p. 3). As noted in what 
follows, there is evidence of young people wanting to be involved, knowing what the issues 
and debates are, and taking action to create change. 
 
Since 2007, the Australian Youth Climate Coalition (AYCC) has helped thousands of young 
Australians to develop what Jensen & Schnack (2006) describe as “intentional behaviors and 
competence”, which implies “being ready, willing, and able to inspire change” (p.471).  
According to Rauch (2002), this form of action competence aims to promote students’ 
“readiness and abilities to concern themselves with environmental issues in a democratic 
manner, by developing their own criteria for decision-making and behavior” (p. 45). In a 
recent post on their website, the AYCC (2015) argue that “climate change is the single 
greatest threat facing humanity, and puts young people and future generations at risk”. They 
express the belief that, “addressing the climate crisis is our biggest opportunity to create a 
world that is more sustainable, just and fair”. The AYCC argue that where young people are 
motivated to act, and given the knowledge and tools to create change through action in 
their local communities on issues of vital future concern through well planned participatory 
citizenship, focused on solutions to real problems, change can occur. Moreover, the AYCC  
are developing innovative methods for engaging youth in action, as evidenced in the 
following examples.  
 
 In 2014, the AYCC organised national ‘Switched on schools’ summits, run in conjunction 
with local councils across Australia, that involved over 1000 students learning about climate 
change and how they can make a difference in their school and community. The AYCC 
program then reached out to 20,000 young people through five regional workshops and high 
school presentations in 400 schools. AYCC methods include awareness raising, problem 
solving and community action that is often facilitated through the use of social media and 
creative approaches (see Mellor & Seddon, 2013). 
 
In late 2013, the AYCC found out that ‘Lend Lease’, a construction company previously 
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known to be a sustainability leader, was planning to finance the building of a new coal 
terminal at Abbot Point on the Great Barrier Reef. The AYCC immediately commenced a plan 
of action consistent with Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) view that participatory citizens 
should critically question existing systems and actions. They launched an open letter that 
was signed by more than 20,000 Australians and 36 community groups and delivered it to 
Lend Lease’s Annual General Meeting via a large ‘Nemo’ figure; the famous Disney cartoon 
character from the movie Finding Nemo, who goes on a dangerous journey on the Reef and 
learns to look after himself. The movie featuring Nemo won an Academy Award for Best 
Animated Feature and is a best-selling DVD on the global market.  We argue that this 
strategy of using Nemo to attract attention promoted widespread national and international 
media interest, and demonstrated that these media-savvy young people knew how to create 
action and engagement with the issues.  Dozens of AYCC volunteers continued their peaceful 
protests for several months outside the Lend Lease HQ in Sydney, backed up by other media 
actions and community engagement, until finally Lend Lease announced their withdrawal 
from the project - gaining international headlines and prompting the multi-national 
company Anglo American and other international banks to also rule out any involvement in 
the coal port. 
 
Significantly, the AYCC has developed methods of citizen action favored by youth. They sent 
thousands of ‘Don’t risk the Reef’ text messages to bank CEOs. They reached 300,000 people 
per month on Facebook, and tracking of hits showed that one video targeting Save the Reef 
strategies was viewed online across 101 nations. During the G20 conference in Australia in 
2014, 2,500 signatures were collected in 72 hours against the coal port.  More than 120, 000 
more young people commenced various forms of action online, such as the AYCC ‘Our Safe 
Climate roadmap’ campaign.   This campaign culminated in young people taking  the 
message directly to the national Parliament House in Canberra where they held a ‘youth 
senate hearing,’ which saw 22 senators - almost a third of the Senate - join the AYCC 
volunteers to listen to the stories of young people from across the country (AYCC, 2015). We 
contend that such evidence of well planned and orchestrated active citizenship provides an 
exemplar of high levels of political engagement and successful participatory action.  
 
Further direct action was conducted during 2014 in South Australia, where the AYCC worked 
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with the Port Augusta community to support their campaign to replace the town’s coal fired 
power stations with Australia’s first solar thermal plants with storage. In this direct political 
action, in the lead up to the South Australian state election, youth volunteers knocked on 
thousands of doors and delivered 2000 postcards from voters to Energy Minister Tom 
Koutsantonis and Shadow Environment Minister, Michelle Lensink. They argued that 
developing solar thermal for Port Augusta was rated as the biggest issue facing the town by 
all local candidates. The state election campaign was followed by a major win for the AYCC 
when in July of 2014, Alinta announced that their $3 million feasibility study into replacing 
Port Augusta’s coal-fired power stations would focus exclusively on building Australia’s first 
ever solar thermal plant (AYCC, 2015). This example of democratic youth participation also 
demonstrates ‘responsible intentionality’ that Jensen and Schnack (2006) see as a key 
element of purposeful action. 
 
During 2014, the AYCC also joined the fight to protect the Renewable Energy Target (RET) 
from government cuts, in a campaign that mobilised people across the country to attend 
forums pressuring Senate crossbenchers to commit to blocking cuts to the RET.  AYCC 
members made hundreds of phone calls to key politicians’ offices. They also used creative 
tactics including placing solar powered road signs with pro-renewable energy messages 
outside the offices of marginal Liberal Members of Parliament; culminating in many 
admitting that this was a fight the Government didn’t need. South Australian, Daniel Lynch, 
commented that, “(a)s a newly graduated secondary teacher, the AYCC was a great way to 
learn facilitation and education skills that provide a unique insight into teaching and 
learning. The emphasis on consensus decision-making and democratic structures is 
something that students crave in the classroom” (AYCC, 2015). Lynch’s reflections  provide 
evidence that involvement in the AYCC developed action competence and civic engagement 
in a highly purposeful way. 
 
During 2015, in 162 countries across the world, the largest climate march in history was 
held, with 400,000 people marching in New York and 30,000 people marching in Melbourne. 
This People’s Climate March was a global day of action to coincide with United Nations (UN) 
Secretary-General Ban Ki Moon’s emergency climate summit for world leaders. The UN 
reported that the Summit served as a public platform for leaders at the highest level, 
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including all UN Member States, as well as finance, business, civil society and local leaders 
from public and private sectors, “to catalyze ambitious action on the ground to reduce 
emissions and strengthen climate resilience and mobilize political will for an ambitious 
global agreement by 2015 that limits the world to a less than 2-degree Celsius rise in global 
temperature” (United Nations, 2014).  The 200 events around Australia sent a clear message 
- Australians care about climate change and are willing to take action. Youth led involvement 
through community based organisations played a vital role in the success of this democratic 
action. 
 
New ways ways of developing action competence for citizens 
Learning to be an informed, active and participatory citizen is complex work that requires 
opportunities for young people to develop knowledge, skills and dispositions to be engaged, 
thoughtful, responsive and involved in matters of civic concern.  The variety of learning 
experiences offered to students across the years of schooling is pivotal in this work. At the 
very least, school curriculum needs to provide opportunities for students to learn about and 
engage with local issues and topics of global importance they are concerned about.  Tudball 
and Gordon (2013) argue that, “(t)his generation of young people will also unavoidably be 
crucial decision-makers in terms of stewardship of the earth. To be able to take an active 
part in sustainable development, students need to understand the concept of global 
interdependence, and need to value empathy, equity, personal responsibility, social justice 
and social action in their own lives and in their connections with the world” (p 258). In sum, 
young people need to learn about the issues, and be involved in actions for change. It is 
certain that young learners will continue to face social, technological and environmental 
change, therefore well developed citizenship education learning can play a critical role in 
helping them to understand and meet these challenges, and to live well and successfully; 
surely the most critical goals for education.   
 
This generation of teachers have a particular challenge in responding to the fact that today’s 
students are learning differently and seeing new potential for the use of ICT’s. As the 
exemplars of AYCC actions show, young people access and disseminate  information fast, and 
they are utilising new forms of communication; for example through tweets, Instagram 
photos, or Youtube clips. They frequently use multiple communication devices, and they 
14 
 
learn beyond the classroom amongst their peers. To ensure ongoing engagement of young 
people in learning, teachers will need to collaborate with young people in the use of ICTs to 
build and transfer knowledge and action, in their increasingly digital world. 
 
Mellor and Seddon’s (2013) study into new forms of democratic participation found that 
“when combined with civics and citizenship education, the use of Web 2.0 and social media 
opens up significant education options for lifelong learning, by supporting self-motivated 
and self-monitoring learners across the breadth of the population” (p. 52).  They argued that 
this was largely due to “the congruence between the self-expression and belonging inherent 
in social networking, the participatory objectives and the substance of the concepts and 
concerns of civic and citizenship learning” (p.52).  We contend that the success of the AYCC 
participatory campaigns is testament to this view, and the ever increasing numbers of young 
people involved in their actions, suggests they do have a positive view of  their involvement 
in their issues and concerns. Davies, et al.’s (2011) study of ‘Four questions about the 
educational potential of social media for promoting civic engagement’ provides further 
debate about what motivates youth to use social media for civic engagement.  Australian 
educationalist Kathryn Moyle’s (2010) agrees that: 
 
Technologies are seen as a way to radically alter traditional learning and teaching 
patterns. Such approaches to learning place students not as passive recipients of 
information, but as an active author, co-creator, evaluator and critical 
commentator (Redecker, 2008). But currently young people’s uses of 
technologies differ between home and school, with children and young people 
often ‘powering down’ for school and ‘powering up’ at home (Project Tomorrow, 
2009). It is time that educators construct learning with technologies in 
sufficiently complex ways for students to feel they are not only ‘powering up’ in 
their personal activities with technologies, but for them to also have a similar 





Being a good citizen requires  knowledge and understanding of civic concerns and realities, 
and the disposition to act in positive ways. Schools and communities have a responsibility to 
provide opportunities for youth involvement that have value and meaning for students in 
their lives. Opportunities which stimulates young people’s curiosity, interest and 
engagement, and involve them in thinking  and learning about issues which promote an 
15 
 
ethic of care, compassion and commitment to diverse community concerns throughout their 
lives are essential for informed and  active citizenship. In this paper we’ve argued that the 
work of programs such as AUSSI and the actions of groups like the AYCC provide evidence of  
what can be achieved when knowledge is linked to real-world opportunities to take 
informed  action. More than a decade ago, the need for action competence was recognized 
in the Citizenship Education Policy Study project (Cogan & Derricott, 2000) which involved 
264 policy experts from nine nations in debates about what competencies citizens would 
require in the C21st.  The study concluded that informed and active citizenship must include 
opportunities for young people to consider problems from a global perspective and to work 
co-operatively and take responsibilities in society to achieve this. The study noted that 
young people need to understand, accept and tolerate cultural differences, to think critically 
in systematic ways and to resolve conflict in a non-violent manner. Significantly,  Cogan & 
Derricott (2000), stressed  the importance of young people’s capacities to “change lifestyle 
and habits to protect the environment; think, reflect, discuss, and act in ways that are 
rational, reasonable and ethically defensible; be sensitive towards and to defend human 
rights; and, participate in politics at local, national and international levels” (p. 9), reflecting 
the four components of Jensen & Schnack’s (2006)  action competence. Fifteen years on, the 
challenge for all schools and communities to ensure young people do achieve these skills 
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